This article presents the results of a study conducted in three English courses of the curriculum of the B.A. in English and the B.A. in English Teaching from the School of Modern Languages at the University of Costa Rica. The objective of this investigation was to determine whether the teaching of grammar contents, according to the students' perceptions, helped them to develop their writing accuracy in their first two composition courses. In order to determine if the students' opinions were congruent with their grammar accuracy, some of their writing samples were analyzed. The results show that there was no congruence in some areas.
Introduction
Grammar is an essential component in any language learning process. In some curricula, grammar and writing are taught as two separate courses, being this the situation of the B.A. in English and the B.A. in English Teaching at the School of Modern Languages in the University of Costa Rica. These B.A. curricula share a common linguistic component which includes areas such as speaking, reading, writing, and grammar. Four courses aim at developing grammar content and six other courses at developing the students' writing skills. The present project involved only the first grammar course and the first two writing courses in the curricula. The purpose of this study is to determine whether the content studied in the first grammar course helped students improve their writing accuracy in Composition I and Composition II. The results of this study show that the students believed that the grammar topics did help them to write more accurately; however, the analysis of student writing samples collected at the end of the term in those two composition courses indicates that the students still make a great number of grammar errors in their writing.
Review of Literature
This section provides various grammar definitions and explores the following linguistic areas which are intrinsically related to the language learning process: interlanguage, types of errors, approaches to teaching grammar, and the influence of grammar on English learners' writing accuracy.
Definition of grammar
Grammar has been vastly defined by different authors. Ur (as cited in Nunan, 2005) considers that grammar may be roughly described as the way language manipulates and combines words (or bits of words) in order to form longer units of meaning. Another definition of grammar by Richards, Platt and Weber (as cited in Nunan, 2005) states that grammar is a description of the structure of a language and the way in which units such as words and phrases are combined to produce sentences in the language. Harmer (as cited in Nunan, 2005) defines the way in which words change themselves and group together to make sentences. The grammar of a language is what happens to words when they become plural or negative, or what order is used when we make questions or join two clauses to make one sentence. Weaver (as cited in Freeman and Freeman, 2004) defines grammar based on its meanings: (1) grammar as a description of syntactic structure; (2) grammar as prescriptions for how to use structures and words; (3) grammar as rhetorically effective use of syntactic structures; (4) grammar as the functional command of sentence structure that enables us to comprehend and produce language. It is important to mention here that Weaver's second meaning of grammar is the one that prevails in the Grammar I course at the School of Modern Languages.
The term interlanguage was introduced by Selinker in the early 70s. It refers to the intermediate states of a learner's language in the L2 learning process. Interlanguages, also called interim grammars (Saville-Troike, 2006) have been defined by Nunan (1999) as the languages produced by learners in the course of acquiring the target language. He believes that during the language learning process, learners go through a series of interlanguages. Although these interlanguages deviate from the target language, they have sets of rules that are internally consistent. Cook (2001) also refers to interlanguage, but she prefers to call it learner's independent language, that is, the learner's own temporary language system. Learners' sentences, though peculiar and limited, show rules and patterns that indicate some consistency, and in each stage of the language learning process, learners have their own languages systems or interlanguages which are systematic. Since learner's interlanguages reflect their temporary language systems, their deviations from the target language should be considered as an inevitable and natural part of the learning process (Cook, 1999) . Additionally, Muñoz Luna (2010) states that the different instances of Interlanguage should be perceived as a proof of the learner's assimilation of the new language into his/her own reality; they are also a sign that the learning activity is meaningful for learners. However, Interlanguage is not only a measurable evidence of language learning, rather it is the complex result of internal cognitive processes that take place during learners' process of second language (SL) acquisition. (p. 61) Interlanguage can be compared to children's first language development. Children gradually develop their native language in systematic stages; likewise, adults show a systematic progression of acquisition of phonological and grammatical features, and successful interlanguage development is the result of utilizing feedback from others (Brown, 2001) . Fossilization is another fundamental characteristic of any interlanguage (Tarone, 2006) . Fossilized interlanguages stop their development at some point in the learning process of the target language.
Types of errors
Corder (as cited in Ellis and Barkhuizen, 2005) distinguishes errors from mistakes. Errors arise because of gaps in the learner's knowledge; mistakes occur because of the difficulty of processing forms that are not yet fully mastered. Ellis and Barkhuizen suggest that instructors analyze samples of learner language as a test to determine if the learner is making an error or a mistake. If the learner alternates between the erroneous form and the correct target-language form, then that can be identified as a mistake. These authors also indicate that the best way to determine if a deviant form is a mistake is to consult the learner. If the learner can selfcorrect the erroneous form, it can be classified as a mistake.
In addition, in the case of written language, Thornbury (1999) classifies errors into three categories: lexical errors, grammar errors and discourse errors. Lexical errors include mistakes in the way words are combined. Grammar errors deal with mistakes in subject-verb agreement, verb tenses, verb forms, adverb misplacement, order of adjectives, use of articles, plural formation, among others. Discourse errors relate to the way sentences are organized and linked in order to make whole texts. Although lexical errors are corrected in all the courses considered in this study, for the purposes of this article, only grammar errors will be analyzed. The reason for this decision is that the syntactic analysis done in the Grammar I course does not go beyond the sentence level. Learner errors have been categorized into 18 groups (Hasbún, 2009) . From these categories, five are also examined in this study (articles, number/agreement, adjectives, pronouns, and possessives). In another study on student writing performance also by Hasbún (2007), she found differences between teachers' perceptions and students' opinions about student performance. While students reported that they were able to use what they had learned in the grammar course, their teachers reported that those students were still making serious mistakes on subject verb agreement, count nouns, and sentence pattern production. These three types of errors are also examined in this study.
Approaches to teaching grammar
Two of the most frequently used methodologies to teach grammar are the deductive and inductive approaches (Nunan, 2005) . In a deductive approach, the teacher presents the grammar rule and then gives students exercises in which the learners apply the rule. This is the type of approach mainly used in the Grammar I course at the School of Modern Languages. This approach presents the following advantages: (a) it saves time because it gets straight to the point. Many rules can be more quickly explained than elicited, thereby allowing more time for practice and application. (b) It allows for teachers to deal with language points as they come up, and (c) it confirms many students' expectations about classroom learning, particularly for those with analytic learning styles. However, one disadvantage of this approach is that grammar explanations may be frustrating, especially for students who do not have enough language to talk about language, that is, metalanguage. Another drawback is that grammar explanations are seldom as memorable as other forms of presentation such as demonstration, and they encourage teacher-centered classes. Moreover, such an approach promotes the belief that learning a language is simply a case of knowing the rules (Nunan, 2005) .
In an inductive approach, the teacher presents samples of language, and the students have to come to an intuitive understanding of the rule. One advantage of this approach is that when learners themselves discover the rules, these rules become more meaningful and memorable. Another benefit is that classes become more student-centered, and students are more motivated, attentive, self-reliant, and autonomous. Nevertheless, one weakness of this methodology is that students may spend a great deal of time working out the rule. Another negative aspect is that students may come up with the wrong rule, or their version of the rule may be too broad or too narrow because some rules are very difficult to state. The last limitation is that some students may be frustrated because they prefer the instructors to explain the rules to them (Nunan, 2005) .
The influence of grammar on English learners' writing accuracy
Much research on the formal teaching of grammar has been carried out. Researchers have wondered if there is a direct influence of grammar on learner writing performance. Findings indicate that there is no such influence. Evidence of this is provided by Freeman and Freeman (2004) who state that students have trouble learning traditional grammar and applying grammar rules when they write or speak. Weaver (as cited in Freeman and Freeman, 2004) has also reviewed much of the research on teaching grammar and has come to the same conclusion. Krashen (as cited in Freeman and Freeman, 2004) , who has done investigation on the traditional prescriptive teaching of grammar, concludes that there is no relationship between grammar study and writing; that is, there is no relationship between formal grammar instruction and performance on measures of writing ability. In the same line of thought, Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, et al (as cited in Freeman and Freeman, 2004) state:
In view of the widespread agreement of research studies based upon many types of students and teachers, the conclusion can be stated in strong and unqualified terms: the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the improvement of writing. (p. 218) Regarding effective grammar teaching, research strongly suggests that the most beneficial way of helping students improve their command of grammar in writing is to use students' writing as the basis for discussing grammatical concepts (Chin, 2000) . Researchers agree that it is more effective to teach punctuation, sentence variety, and usage in the context of writing than to approach the topic by teaching isolated skills (Calkins, 1980; DiStefano and Killion, 1984) . Chin (2000) also believes that as students revise and edit their writing, teachers can provide grammar instruction that guides students in their attempts to identify and correct problems in sentence structure and usage. For example, a teacher who sees that many students are writing sentences containing misplaced modifiers can present a mini-lesson on this concept, using examples from student writing. The teacher can have students edit their own and one another's drafts for this problem. Integrating grammar instruction into the revising and editing process helps students make immediate applications, thus allowing them to see the relevance of grammar to their own writing (p.1).
Taking into account what literature has stated about the teaching of grammar and its effect on writing, the following research question has guided this study: How do Grammar I contents help English learners develop their writing accuracy?
Method

Setting
This research study took place in one grammar course and two writing courses of the BA in English and the BA in English Teaching. English Grammar I is the first of four grammar courses in the curricula. It aims at introducing the students to the formal study of English grammar. It helps the students to develop their ability to use grammar structures accurately, meaningfully, and appropriately in the target language. English Composition I is the first of six required composition courses in the curricula. It provides the students with the essential elements needed to write a formal academic paragraph based on the principles of the process and genre approaches. English Composition II is the second required composition course in the curricula. This course intends to help the students develop effective writing skills applying the principles of essay writing.
Participants
This study involved 196 students from the B.A in English and the B.A. in English Teaching; 88 were taking English Grammar I; 65 were enrolled in English Composition I and 43 in English Composition II. Their ages range from 18 to 48. These three courses belong to the second-year curriculum of the two B.A. programs.
Instruments
Two instruments were used to collect data: a form indicating the courses the students were taking at that time (Appendix 1), and a questionnaire which included two sections (Appendix 2). In the first part, the participants were asked to rate the degree of usefulness of Grammar I topics. In the second section, the students were asked to answer four questions regarding the usefulness of the same topics.
They were also requested to express the reasons why those topics helped or did not help them in their writing courses.
Procedures
a.
Students from all groups of Grammar I, Composition I and II completed a form indicating the courses they were taking at that time.
b.
Students from all groups of Grammar I, Composition I and II completed the questionnaire.
c. Data from the questionnaires were tallied.
d. Writing samples from Composition I and Composition II students were collected. Those compositions were the last piece of writing produced by the students in each course.
e. Students´ grammar mistakes were identified in all students' compositions.
f. Grammar mistakes were classified into different categories and subcategories, corresponding to the topics studied in Grammar.
4.
Results and Discussion
Two sets of results are presented in this section. The first set shows the participants' opinions about the usefulness of the topics studied in Grammar I. The second set displays the students' most common mistakes found in their writing samples. Table 1 shows Grammar I students' opinions about the usefulness of the topics studied in the course.
Participants' opinions about topics studied in Grammar I
As indicated in Table 1 , for Grammar I students, the three most helpful topics in their writing classes were subject-verb agreement (91%), quantifiers (82%) and adverbials (80%). The least helpful topics were pronouns (70%) and sentence patterns (70%).
The students enrolled in Composition I also stated their opinions about the usefulness of the topics studied in Grammar I. Table 2 shows these results. As seen in Table 2 , for Composition I students, the three most helpful topics in their writing classes were subject-verb agreement (92%), quantifiers (88%) and types of nouns (86%). The least helpful topic was sentence patterns (66%).
The students enrolled in Composition II gave their opinions about the usefulness of the topics studied in Grammar I as well. Table 3 shows these results.
Topics
Degree of usefulness Percentages As shown in Table 3 , for Composition II students, the three most helpful topics in their writing classes were subject-verb agreement (89%), types of nouns (86%) and possessives (82%). The least helpful topic was types of adverbials (72%).
As shown in Tables 1, 2 and 3, the students from the three different courses reported that the most helpful topic in their writing classes was Subject-verb agreement (91%, 92% and 89% respectively). Quantifiers was the second most useful topic according to Grammar I and Composition I students. Evidence of this finding is clearly seen in the fact that only a few errors in quantifiers were present in the students' writing samples. However, Composition II students indicated that Types of nouns was the second most useful topic (86%). The third most helpful topic for Grammar I students was Types of adverbials (80%), for Composition I students was Types of nouns (mass, count and collective) (86%), and for Composition II students was Possessives (82%). A plausible explanation why the participants in the three groups thought that subject-verb agreement was the topic that helped them the most in their writing may be the high frequency of subject-verb agreement use. Since most of the times the subject in an English sentence is a required element, the students could not avoid using subject-verb agreement in their writing. In other words, in almost any sentence they wrote, the subject+ verb +complement pattern was used. Consequently, by looking at the high percentages reported by these participants, we may tend to believe that they would make no mistakes in subject-verb agreement. However, the results of this study proved this wrong because a great number of mistakes in this area were found.
Common errors found in students' writing samples
The following section examines some of the errors in the areas of subject-verb agreement, quantifiers, nouns, types of adverbials, adjectives, article usage and sentence patterns.
Subject-verb agreement mistakes
The errors in subject-verb agreement found in the students' writing samples listed here are classified into five groups. Each mistake in the verb form has been underlined. This first group shows errors dealing with nouns: Most of the errors in this group indicate that the learners had not mastered those subjectverb agreement rules for nouns which are always singular or plural like news, diabetes and people. In other cases, the learners were not able to identify the headnoun in the subject of the sentence as singular or plural, for example, a single-parent family consist … We may also speculate that the learner thought that adding an -s to the verb indicated plural form.
The errors shown in this second group deal with compound subjects:
Climate change is the alteration of the climate which one country or place have had during a long period of time.
b.
A man and a woman has been a couple for five years… c. All this hate and tolerance is not positive in any way.
d. The positive or negative impact that it may produce depend on the way…
We believe that the learners did not know that the coordinating conjunction and, when used to join two singular nouns, makes the phrase plural. When the coordinating conjunction or was used, the verb agrees with the last part of the phrase. Apparently, the learners paid attention to the singular form of the noun closer to the verb, and mistakenly used the singular form of the verb.
The following errors were found in relative clauses: c. Many believe that using different clothes make them … (gerund as subject of a clause).
d. Another advantage of the development of modern drugs is that it have less side effects (pronoun, subject of a clause).
e. People who cares about others and tries every day to achieve peace … (count plural noun as subject followed by a relative clause)
f. Costa Ricans who depends on tourism.
(relative pronoun as subject of a clause) g. Children are surrounded by fast-food restaurants that shows fake happiness… (count noun followed by a relative clause)
Examining the mistakes in this third group, we could think that, in one case, the learner might have thought that the word one was the subject of the verb of the that-clause. He missed the fact that the verb contributes refers to factors, so the correct form should be contribute. In another case, the verb suffer should be singular. Another type of error is shown in the following example: Many believe that using different clothes make them… In this case, the student erroneously thought that the verb had to agree with the word clothes. He did not recognize that the gerund using was the subject in this sentence.
The two mistakes found in headwords modified by a prepositional phrase are these:
a.
This type of moles are the first stage b. This type of family adopt a child or more.
These two mistakes probably occurred because the student might have thought that the noun family was a collective noun; therefore, this noun had to agree with the verb adopt. In the other case, the noun moles was thought to agree with the form of the verb be.
Errors in pronouns as subject of the sentence were also found: a.
Both differs in some aspects.
b. It help them to have a better life.
c. This affect directly the child´s will.
d. This make a difference.
e. Almost everyone have a place to sit down.
All the errors in the previous group, except the first one, indicate that the student did not realize that the pronoun was singular. On the contrary, the pronoun both is plural and the verb was written in the singular form.
Errors dealing with quantifiers
Diabetes In the above group, some quantifiers are singular, and some others are plural. These errors show that the student had not mastered the rules regarding the correct use of quantifiers.
Errors dealing with nouns
The following are errors found in the use of possessive nouns: a.
On the contrary, today technology… b. This argument is in the magazine of Dr. Byron. The first three mistakes may be the result of Spanish interference. According to Cook (2001: 14) , "the view of L2 learning sees its crucial element as the transfer of aspects of the first language to the second language. The first language helps learners when it has elements in common with the second language and hinders them when they differ." In Spanish, for instance, it is acceptable to say en la mente de la gente, tipos de familia and toda clase de actos violentos using the singular form of the nouns mind, family and kind, but in English this structure is not allowed. The other errors might have been just careless writing.
Only two errors using a noun instead of an adjective were found in the samples: a.
to have a health skin… b. people need to have a strength skin These errors show the wrong use of a part of speech. The student wrote the noun instead of the corresponding adjective (healthy, strong).
Errors dealing with types of adverbials
In this section, errors dealing with adverbial misplacement are shown: a.
The behavior in children most of the time is quiet b. children have fewer worries than adolescents because they depend most of the time on their parents' decisions c. … married people have very often fights and different opinions about … d.
We can see very clearly that the concept of the term family it is very different nowadays from the past e.
The technological world in which we are living has changed drastically people's life styles.
f. He had the honor to win many years ago the Nobel Peace Prize.
g. In contrast, men are most of the time very "mathematic" and productive … h. People who try every day to achieve peace …
i.
It also has ended with some diseases around the world such as the smallpox.
j. …it probably will be hard for you to focus in just that one activity k. Skin cancer damages permanently the body. By looking at the large number of errors in wrong adverb position, we could say that we find a mismatch between what was reported by the students as a helpful topic and their writing accuracy. Although adverbs are very movable elements in a sentence, errors in adverb misplacement were abundant in the student's writing samples.
Using an adverb instead of an adjective was another mistake present in the students' writing samples: Tables 1, 2 and 3 the participants did not report a high degree of usefulness of the topic of articles.
The students omitted using an article in many instances. These mistakes are presented here:
Family Even though the mistaken words in this section end in -ly, which frequently indicates adverbs of manners, the student was not aware of this fact and used them incorrectly as if they were adjectives.
In addition, two mistakes related to subject omission after an adverbial phrase were found in the learners' writing texts: a.
In order to be in peace with yourself is necessary to live peacefully with nature and people.
b. While multi-tasking is easier to make mistakes… A possible explanation for these two errors might be that the student thought that the adverbial phrase was the subject of the sentence.
Errors dealing with adjectives in plural form
a. Because of the differents rights… b. Many Neo-Nazis colonies have settled there.
Spanish interference might have been the cause for these two mistakes, which involved using the plural form of adjectives. In Spanish, agreement of adjectives and nouns is mandatory, but this does not happen in English.
Errors dealing with articles
The large number of errors dealing with articles corresponds with the low degree of usefulness reported by the students. As seen in overused the rules of correct article usage. All the examples in this area illustrate overgeneralization of the use of the definite article the; that is, the students inserted the definite article where it was not needed. We may speculate that Spanish interference again made the students include the article.
Errors dealing with sentence patterns
Seven errors in sentence patterns were found in the students' compositions: Examples a, b, c and d indicate that the students had not mastered pattern 7: N V N Adj. The adjectival was placed before the second nominal as it is usually done in English. Examples e to g do not follow pattern 5: N V N to/for N. The verb explain requires the preposition to after the second nominal, and the verb prescribe needs the preposition for after the direct object. In example g, the indirect object (patients) appears before the direct object (interventions) and must not have the preposition to.
The participants were asked about the reasons why certain grammar topics had or had not helped them in their writing classes, but some of their answers did not address the question asked. Some others were very vague or nonexistent. A possible explanation may be that the students lack metalinguistic awareness to describe language problems and types of errors in their writing, so they could not provide appropriate answers. Another reason for the students' vague answers might be they were not aware they were not making any mistakes in their writing texts. The students were also asked about the topics to include in or eliminate from the Grammar I course; however, they were unable to give any relevant information.
According to Hasbún (2009: 456) Teachers should present mini-lessons using examples from student writing. The teacher can have students edit their own and one another's drafts for this problem. Integrating grammar instruction into the revising and editing process helps students make immediate applications, thus allowing them to see the relevance of grammar to their own writing. (Chin, 2000) .
e. Teachers should have their students rewrite every composition once or twice if necessary.
f.
Teachers should integrate grammar instruction into the revising and editing process. This helps students make immediate applications and allows them to see the significance of grammar in their own writing. rules when they are asked to do so but will not use them spontaneously in communication, even when they are relevant." In like manner and based on our experience, we believe that students feel frustrated when they are exposed to spontaneous conversations, and they fail to apply the grammar rules correctly. Similarly, they have the same feeling in their writing tasks. To exemplify this frustration, we can use the topic of pattern identification. In our grammar classes, the students are asked to identify grammar patterns, and they are usually successful; however, the identification of patterns does not guarantee that learners apply those patterns well when writing their compositions.
Conclusions
a. Students keep on making mistakes after having finished Grammar I. In other words, the grammar structures were not acquired. Apparently, there is not enough class time to practice the grammar structures for the students to internalize such structures and use them correctly in their compositions. Although students pass the grammar course satisfactorily, they still make a great number of errors in the compositions they write.
b. Students consider the Grammar I topics very useful; however, they keep writing faulty sentences. For example, there are students who after having passed the grammar course with high grades fail composition courses.
c. Grammar I students are able to identify the structures studied in class, but they cannot produce them well in their compositions.
d.
In the Grammar I course, grammar is taught traditionally; in other words, teachers continue to teach traditional prescriptive grammar.
